
The penal industrial complex: who benefits?  

The Reclaim Justice Network is a collaboration of individuals, groups and campaigners working together to 

radically reduce the size and scope of criminal justice systems and to build effective and socially just 

alternatives. We are developing resources to aid discussion and thinking about the drivers of criminal 

justice expansion in the UK today. The ‘penal industrial complex’ is one way of framing the conversation 

and our understanding about contemporary punishment.  These resources are available to download free 

of charge from our website. www.downsizingcriminaljustice.wordpress.com  

IDEAS AND IDEOLOGUES THIRD SECTOR 

 
Unions: A range of unions recruit fee paying members 
from back office staff in police stations to prison 
officers. Unions represent the interests of their 
members and campaign against job losses and 
closures. 
 
Pressure Groups: They aim to prevent the harm they 
see by using prison and punishment as a preventive 
tool. Success in passing new laws can be 
demonstrated as an effective intervention and may 
produce new members and income for the group. 
Single issue pressure groups across a wide spectrum 
of issues often call for more criminal justice legislation 
and tougher sentences. 
  
Think Tanks: Mostly based in London do ‘blue sky 
thinking’ for political parties about how to make criminal 
justice more effective.  Invent new ideas that politicians 
can ‘spin’. Aim to be on the ‘inside track’ with particular 
political parties or Government ministers or civil 
servants to demonstrate ‘influence’ to grant funders 
and philanthropists. Almost none challenge the growth 
of criminal justice and some advocate for higher 
conviction rates and penal expansion. 
 
Academic Departments: Based in universities and 
often funded by government or private companies to 
combined academic and practical approaches to 
enhance the work of the penal system. Help to develop 
new theories and idea to support existence of penal 
system. Gain funding from Home Office or Ministry of 
Justice who shape the questions asked and answers 
published; this contributes to the maintenance and 
expansion of the penal system.    
 
Politicians: Policing of poor areas for ‘anti-social 
behaviour’ is a consistent theme in local and national 
elections. Many argue for regulation of companies, 
MPs and institutions and other powerful groups but 
criminalisation of minor law breaking by ordinary 
people. Stoke up ‘fear of crime’ to win votes in 
elections. Use unfounded public fears about drugs and 
law-breaking and immigration and law-breaking, often 
combined, to stake a claim to being on the side of the 
‘law-abiding majority’. 

 
Victim advocacy groups: Inform, advance and 
campaign on behalf of victims of crime and 
injustice. Often support the state in monitoring and 
implementing law and policy for victims of crime 
such as domestic violence, sexual abuse and hate 
crimes. Mobilise power and resources to increase 
the certainty and severity of criminal legal 
sanctions. Their voices are often prioritised and the 
state gains through them by creating a harsh and 
punitive environment.  
 
Voluntary sector (sub-contractor): Inclusive of 
charities and charitable organisations that work to 
benefit society. They are perceived to be 
powerhouses of innovation, tackling social 
problems and campaigning. Traditionally dependant 
on state funding, the sector is now facing 
challenges with severe public sector cuts and loss 
of income; increasingly becoming an arm of the 
state by becoming a sub-contractor to deliver public 
services. By delivering services to the criminal 
justice apparatus and to those who use the system 
such as offenders, victims, prisoners and their 
families, the sector is accumulating power and 
profit.  
 
Charities benefiting from penal labour: 
Organisations that receive public money, legacies 
and donations from the private sector to deliver 
their charitable purpose. Some have healthy 
reserves and benefit from their strong financial 
status but most do not.  Using prison labour keeps 
manufacturing costs to a minimum and there are 
fewer concerns over wages and working conditions. 
Many big charities run their own charity shops and 
stand to gain by exploiting cheap labour available in 
prisons.  While most charities would favour paid 
work in prison it is not clear if prisoners engage 
voluntarily or are exploited.  
 

 



 

PRIVATE SECTOR STATE 

 
Private Prisons: Prisons run by private companies 
under a contract which allows the making of a profit.  
Financed by our taxes, the profits are made by use of 
inmate labour, cutting regimes and reducing conditions 
of service for staff. This has led to abuse and violence, 
making peoples’ lives more dangerous. 
 
Prison builders: Usually private companies who have 
developed a specialism in the provision of secure 
accommodation. They seek to build new prisons as well 
as replacing the old stock of prison places. These might 
otherwise be withdrawn and closed down completely. 
 
Prison Industries: By providing opportunities to work, 
Prison Industries contribute to the impression that 
prison life can be normal.  They offer private companies 
the chance to make money and appear to be socially 
responsible by supporting rehabilitation. They provide 
comparatively few full time work places.  Deductions 
made from inmate wages reduce proper government 
funding of victim support activities.   
 
Companies benefiting from prison labour: 
Companies prepared to purchase the products and 
services provided by subsidised prison labour. They 
may set up workshops within the prison themselves or 
purchase the outputs of existing workshops, laundries 
and kitchens. 
 
Public Private Partnerships: Instead of using only 
public money the government now borrows through 
Public Private Partnerships to build new prisons.  The 
state then pays back the money to private companies 
and investment banks with added interest. 
 
Media and Entertainment Industries: Benefit from the 
depiction of crime as both frequent and sensational. 
They exploit fear to feed the racial, class and sexist bias 
within the system.  They lessen our objections to 
aggressive policing and increased use of imprisonment. 
 
Private Lobbyists: Are paid to make the case for 
private money to fund the expansion and outsourcing of 
government responsibilities for crime management. By 
confusing the concepts of Justice and crime control 
they have opened the way for prison numbers to 
increase dramatically. 
 
Security Industries: Private companies exploiting 
modern technology and fear of crime to offer both old 
and new ways of controlling behaviour. At every level 
from the personal to the locality, to the state they offer 
surveillance, policing and incarceration, for profit.  

 

 
Public prisons:  Adults and children are confined by 
the state as a form of punishment. Prisons 
disproportionately confine people from poor 
backgrounds and particular ethnicities.  Public 
funding is based on number of people held and their 
security category - so reclassifying as ‘dangerous’ 
means more money. The link between prisons and 
reduction in law breaking has never been proven 
and yet the use of the prison has continued to grow. 
 
Courts: The criminal court process tries and 
prosecutes people. Criminal law focuses almost 
exclusively on interpersonal, property or ‘street’ 
crimes, whilst corporate and state harms are largely 
ignored.  The expense of a proper defence means 
most of those prosecuted and convicted are poor 
because they lack the resources to effectively 
challenge their prosecution. 
 
Police: Focus on crime identification, investigation 
and prosecution. Criminal law means only certain 
kinds of harmful activities are deemed police 
matters. Police funding depends on political and 
perceived public need for police services. If crime is 
viewed as ‘out of control’ then there will be greater 
demand for increased police budgets and higher 
numbers of police officers.   
 
UK Border Force:  Carries out immigration and 
customs controls for people and goods and detain, 
prosecute or deport. Immigration detention is 
increasingly becoming a part of the state’s penal 
system. More public funds can be allocated to 
immigration control, research and technology in the 
interests of public safety if immigrants are seen as 
‘threatening’ and ‘dangerous’ and in need of 
prosecution as opposed to people in need of help.   
 
Probation: Oversee people released from prison on 
licence and those on community sentences.  
Probation forms part of a criminal justice system 
‘chain’ that extends from police to the courts to 
prisons and, finally, to probation. As the probation 
service is privatised and corporate interests become 
a part of the process private profit has become key 
to the process. More people on probation and 
community sentences means more profit. 
 
Community Sanctions: Prisoners or people 
convicted of petty crimes can be given community 
sentences where they are forced to provide free 
labour or to pay their wages over to victims groups.  
‘High-visibility’ punishments are intended to build 
public confidence in the criminal justice system and 
have little or no evidence base for reducing crime.   

www.downsizingcriminaljustice.wordpress.com  


